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From Cancer to COVID-19,
Does Science Self-Correct?



Who’s 
Reviewing?



Current 
count:
159



“While it is difficult to arrive at a precise estimate of preprints by June 8, it is clear that adding thousands 
to the denominator the authors used (17,559) would reduce the retraction rate significantly, perhaps to a 
level consistent with the 0.04 rate they refer to as a baseline, particularly if more accurate figure of 11 is 
used (Brainard 2018).”

“Another important consideration is the timeframe. On average, retractions take about three years, but 
these retractions have taken at most months. While even a retraction rate that appears similar to typical 
averages does indeed suggest an “alarming” or “exceptionally high” rate given the short timeframe, we will 
not be able to compare such rates for many years. It should also be noted that COVID-19 papers are 
being subjected to a high rate of scrutiny, which means that flaws are being detected more frequently than 
they might otherwise.”

Should We Be Alarmed?



Yes, It’s Speeding Up



But How Different Is It?



Why We Launched Retraction Watch

August 3, 2010



The Retraction Watch Database

retractiondatabase.org



Why Are Papers Retracted?

Science, October 26, 2018



Why Does It Take So Long?



‘Slow, Opaque and Inconsistent’
“After 1 year, journals had communicated decisions for 16/36 (44%) 
publications. None of the decision letters specifically addressed each of the 
concerns raised. Decisions were no action, correction and retraction for 9, 3 and 
4 publications, respectively: the amounts of duplicate data reporting and 
data/reporting discrepancies were similar irrespective of journal 
decision…Journal responses to concerns about duplicate publication, 
authorship transgressions, and data/reporting discrepancies were slow, opaque 
and inconsistent.”



Are We Catching Them All?

Allison et al Nature 2016  http://www.nature.com/news/reproducibility-a-tragedy-of-errors-1.19264



Are We Catching Them All?

“Overall, 3.8% of published papers contained 
problematic figures, with at least half exhibiting 
features suggestive of deliberate manipulation. The 
prevalence of papers with problematic images has 
risen markedly during the past decade.”



Does Open Make a Difference?
“The Odds for OA articles to have retraction are 
about 1.62 as large (62% higher) compared with 
TA articles (95% CI 1.5, 1.7). 0.028% of OA 
publications are retracted compared with 
0.017% TA publications.”



What Happens to Retracted Papers’
Citations?

“One other phenomenon should be mentioned; there were 64 
instances of self-citation. The vast majority of the 
self-citations did not make mention of the fact that the cited 
article had been retracted.”



Do Journals Get the Word Out?

Journal of Librarianship and Scholarly Communication,
January 8, 2018



Do Journals Get the Word Out?

Of the 812 records for retracted 
publications, 40.0% (n=325) did not 
indicate that the paper had been 
retracted. 

Journal of Librarianship and Scholarly Communication,
January 8, 2018



Want Free Retraction Alerts?



Open Post-Publication Peer Review On The Rise



The Role of The Sleuths



The Role of The Sleuths



Signs of Change



Signs of Change
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